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A YANK

IN STALIN’S ARMY

Captured Gl Joe Beyrle didn’t escape from a stalag just to sit on the sidelines.

So, he joined a passing Soviet unit and fought the Germans.

I

summon the old German couple who lived there. The Russians gunned down the man and woman, then cut up their bod-

by Tom Huntington

ROM HIS SPOT IN A HAYLOFT, American paratrooper Joe Beyrle watched as Russian soldiers cautiously advanced across

the Polish fields and toward the farm where he was hiding. He saw the soldiers approach the adjacent farmhouse and

ies and fed them to their pigs. Beyrle remained hidden. That night he heard the sound of arriving tanks, and dawn broke to

reveal a Russian tank battalion. He decided it was time to make a
move, so he stumbled out from the barn holding up a pack of cig-
arettes, international currency in wartime. “Americanski Tovarish,”

he called out: American comrade.
That’s how Joe Beyrle (pro-
nounced BUY-er-lee), an escapee
from a German prison camp,
joined the Soviet army and became
one of the few Americans to fight
for both the United States and the
Soviet Union during World War II.
He fought with his new allies for
about a month as they slugged
their way across Poland before a
severe wound sent him on a cir-
cuitous odyssey back to his home-
town in Michigan, which had
already held his funeral.
Muskegon was the place, home

of Saint Joseph High School, from which Beyrle had graduated in
1942 with an offer of a track scholarship to Notre Dame. Beyrle

turned down the Fighting Irish

became a technical sergeant in the 101st Airborne Division. In
September 1943 his unit, I Company of the 506th Parachute
Infantry’s 3rd Battalion, boarded Britain’s HMS Samaria for an

uneventful journey across the Atlantic to England. There, the

to join the paratroopers and Mont and plunged into a scene

paratroopers underwent extensive
training for the impending inva-
sion of Europe. On two occasions
in April and May 1944, Beyrle
loaded up with heavy bandoliers
of gold coins and leapt into the
darkness from airplanes over occu-
pied France to make a delivery to
Free French forces and then sneak
back to England by plane.

In the early hours of June 6,
Beyrle made his third jump into
occupied France, this time along
with the thousands of American
and British paratroopers who

comprised the aerial spearhead of the Normandy Invasion. Beyrle
landed on the roof of a church in the town of Saint-Come-du-

of chaos and confusion. Separated

In July 1944, the parents of paratrooper Joseph R. Beyrle received a telegram (above) at their Muskegon, Michigan, home saying he was
captured. He was indeed a prisoner of war, captured by the Germans after parachuting into France in the wee hours of the Normandy
Invasion’s D-Day, June 6, 1944. His POW mug shot (opposite) shows a justifiably angry young man. That anger would earn him a beating
when he insulted a German officer who interrogated him. But it would also motivate him to attempt escape at every turn.
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from his unit and on his own for the next
20 hours, he used his demolitions skills to
blow up a power plant, but later blundered
into a German machine-gun position and
was taken prisoner. He managed to escape
during an artillery barrage, but the Germans
recaptured him.

At some point, one of Beyrle’s captors
took his dog tags. A few days later, a German
soldier wearing the tags and an American uni-
form was killed, and US authorities identified
the body as Beyrle’s. His parents received a
telegram with the bad news in September, and
they held his funeral in Muskegon at St.
Joseph’s Church on the 17th. About a month
later, Beyrle’s father received a phone call from the War
Department. The Red Cross had sent word that his son Joe was
still alive and was a prisoner of war!

It was best that Beyrle’s parents didn’t know the details. At an
interrogation center in France, the Germans subjected Beyrle to
brutal treatment. “Sometime during the questioning I called a
German officer a SOB and woke up several days later in a hospi-
tal with a big headache and a bashed head,” Beyrle later recalled.
A German soldier had clubbed him in the head with a rifle butt,
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fracturing his skull and putting him in a
coma for days. The aftereffects of the blow
lingered for years.
Once he had recovered enough to move,
Beyrle was shuttled on long, hellish jour-
neys in overcrowded boxcars to various
stalags. On September 17, 1944—the day
of his funeral in Muskegon—he reached
Stalag II-C in western Poland. There,
when the American prisoners organized
themselves into commands and commit-
tees, Beyrle joined the escape and securi-
ty committees. One day he was on a
work detail outside the camp—a job for which he volun-
teered as a means of scouting the local surroundings—when a
German guard shot him in the shoulder as he helped other prison-
ers steal potatoes from a farmer’s wagon. Beyrle successfully hid
his wound from his captors and had a fellow prisoner tend to it.
Beyrle became determined to escape. In November 1944 he and
two other men whose names he remembered as Brewer and Quinn
used cigarettes to bribe a guard to look the other way as they cut
a gap in the wire fence and slipped through. Once outside they
climbed aboard a boxcar on a passing train. But instead of head-
ing east, deeper into Poland and closer to the advancing Russians,
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the boxcar ended up attached to a train that went west, into
Berlin, where it stopped in a huge, almost deserted railyard. Beyrle
approached a yard worker who reluctantly agreed to help. He
took the three Americans into Berlin under cover of darkness and
brought them to a house. While the escapees were in the base-
ment, a group of armed men stormed in. They beat the three men
mercilessly, then dragged them off to Gestapo headquarters.

THE GESTAPO KNEW exactly how to inflict the maximum
amount of pain without killing their prisoners. “We were
interrogated, tortured, kicked, knocked around, walked on, hung
up by our arms backwards, hit with whips, clubs, and rifle butts,”
Beyrle recalled. “When you thought they could do no more, they
would think of other ways to torture you. When you would slip
into semi-consciousness, they would start again. This went on for
days at a time and then they would dump you into a cold, dark
cell, with no sanitary facilities and dirty from a previous occu-
pant.” Back in his filthy cell, Beyrle prayed for death.

Death didn’t come. Instead, a German army officer arrived and
insisted that the three prisoners fell under the army’s jurisdiction.
After a tense standoff the Gestapo released the Americans to the
army. They were sent back to Stalag III-C and placed in solitary
confinement in tiny, cramped cells in the freezing cold.
Fortunately, the Red Cross made a surprise inspection of the camp
and forced an end to their punishment. Beyrle resumed the monot-
onous life of a POW, but began thinking about escaping again.

Beyrle, Quinn, and Brewer made a second escape attempt in
January. This time they used the distraction of a staged fight to
hide in some empty barrels on a farmer’s cart. The wagon over-
turned just outside the camp, and the three escapees crawled out
of the barrels as guards began shooting. Brewer and Quinn died
in the hail of gunfire; Beyrle managed to scramble into the shelter
of nearby woods and into an icy stream he knew would hide his
scent from pursuing guard dogs. After living on the run for a
week, he heard the rumble of war to the east: he was closing in on
the Russians as the Russians were closing in on him!

Another telegram (opposite, top) brought Beyrle’s parents crushing news in September 1944: your son is dead. Heartbroken, they attended his
funeral on the 17th. But Beyrle—seen here in 1943 (opposite, inset) as a technician fourth grade at Ramsbury, England—was alive, if not well. The
US military had misidentified the body of a German infiltrator killed wearing an American uniform and Beyrle’s dog tags, and had reported Beyrle
as dead. But on the day of his funeral, Beyrle was arriving at Stalag III-C near the village of Alt-Drewitz (Drzewice) in western Poland, as his
family learned in October. An identification card (above), listing his personal information, was made at Stalag XII-A, where his mug shot was taken.
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The Russian tank battalion Beyrle
encountered was participating in the
Soviets’ fierce and brutal westward
advance toward Berlin under Marshall of
the Soviet Union Georgy Konstantinovich
Zhukov. The battalion was equipped
with American Sherman tanks and was
commanded by a woman whom Beyrle
met at the farm after he emerged from hid-
ing. He knew her only as “the Major.” “I told
her that I was an escaped US POW and I want-
ed to join them and go to Berlin with them and kill
Nazis,” he remembered. “The next morning after very
heavy artillery saturation of the area to our west, we left the
farm and headed west. There I was, an American escaped POW
on an American Sherman tank, with a woman tank commander!”

Shortly after Beyrle joined, the Soviets got into a firefight with a
column of vehicles and men. Beyrle learned later that the men had

-

been prisoners the Germans were evacuat-
ing from Stalag III-C. The battalion
reached the camp a day later. The
Russians had their American comrade use
his demolitions expertise to blow open
the commandant’s safe. The Russians
scrambled for the jewelry, watches, and
other valuables inside. Beyrle scooped up
American and Canadian currency. He also
recovered his own POW file.
Beyrle had been with the battalion for just a
few weeks when German dive-bombers attacked
and an explosion blew Beyrle off his tank. He regained
consciousness with a severe wound to his groin and ended up
in a grim Russian field hospital in Poland. One day Marshall
Zhukov himself visited the wounded and stopped to chat with
Beyrle through an interpreter, asking if there was anything he
could do for him. “I told him I had lost all of my army identifica-

Escaping from Stalag III-C was Beyrle’s obsession. A misadventure landed him in Berlin in a Gestapo hellhole, then back at the stalag. But a
January 1945 escape attempt worked. He fled east until he met approaching Soviet forces, like these tanks covered with infantrymen (top).
The woman commander of a Soviet tank battalion allowed him to join her unit on its drive to Berlin. Along the way, however, a serious wound
put Beyrle out of action. Soviet Marshall Georgy Zhukov (above) noticed him in a field hospital, and gave him a pass to help him get home.
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tion and could he help,” Beyrle said. “He spoke to his aide and
left. The next day I received a letter, in Russian, that I was told
identified me as an American US Army paratrooper and ordering
help to get me to Moscow. Two days later, I started east in a
Russian convoy of wounded towards Lodz, Poland.” Eventually
Beyrle made his way to Warsaw and had his wounds treated in a
convent he found amid the rubble. From there a Russian hospital
train took him to Moscow, and a Russian colonel brought him to
the American embassy. The officer left Beyrle there, but took
Zhukov’s pass.

The Americans received Beyrle with suspicion. Their records
still had him listed as dead, so for two days he waited at the Hotel
Metropol with an armed marine guard while embassy officials,
suspecting that he might be a Nazi infil-
trator, waited to confirm his identity.
Feverish, Beyrle even tried to overpow-
er the guard so he could rejoin the
Russians. “I was no match for him in
my condition,” he said.

Finally, with his identity confirmed,
Beyrle embarked on a long trek home—
a journey that took him through Odessa
to Turkey and on to Egypt. From Port
Said he traveled to Naples for more
medical care. Finally, he boarded HMS
Samaria, the same vessel that had taken
him to England in 1943, and headed for
home. He reached Muskegon on April
21, 1945. On September 14, 1946, the
same priest who had conducted his
funeral mass celebrated a much happier
ceremony at the same church: Beyrle’s
wedding.

Beyrle’s youngest son, John, is now
the US ambassador to Russia, but he
says his career track developed inde-
pendently of his father’s experiences.
For John and his two siblings, the inter-
esting part of their father’s story had
always been that he was erroneously
reported killed in action. John recalls
articles on the “miraculous resurrection
of Joe Beyrle, married in the same
church by the same priest who had done
his funeral mass” in his dad’s scrap-
book. “We knew that he had been, in
some way, liberated by the Russians at the end of the war and was
fighting for the Russians,” John says, “but he didn’t really talk
about it that much, like a lot of veterans. I think he found it
impossible to describe what he’d gone through.”

In 1979, John was in the Soviet Union working on a US exhib-
it there, and he called his father from Moscow’s Hotel Metropol.
John recalls, “He said, ‘Oh, I stayed there. That’s where they put
me for a couple of nights when they were establishing my identi-
ty.
John later obtained a visa so his father could visit. An article on

EES)

Father and son talked a little bit about it over the phone, and

In 1994, Beyrle received recognition for his WWII
service with the Soviet Red Army from Russian
Federation President Boris Yeltsin, who presented
him with four medals. On a later visit to Russia,
Beyrle proudly wore his Soviet medals on one side
of his vest and his US medals on the other (above).

Beyrle’s experiences later appeared in the Soviet equivalent of Life
magazine. “That was kind of the breakout story that put a lot of
the details on the record,” John says.

IN 1992, WHILE JOHN WAS STATIONED at the American embassy
in Vienna, he and his father visited Poland to find out whether
anything remained of Stalag III-C. They found the general loca-
tion and asked an older resident they encountered whether he
knew where the camp was. “He took us there,” John says, “and
you talk about ghosts. I get goose bumps thinking about it now.”
The Polish had placed a small marker at the site, but there was lit-
tle else to indicate that a bleak prison camp had once stood there.
When the Beyrles asked the local man where the railroad was, he
pointed. Just then, father and son heard
the sounds of a train off in the distance,
like an eerie echo from the past.

As an ambassador, John was able to
track down Russian records of his
father’s hospitalization, but hasn’t been
able to identify the major who com-
manded the tank battalion. Most if not
all of the unit’s members probably per-
ished during the bloody campaign for
Berlin. In fact, John believes that had
his father not been wounded, he, too,
would have died in the assault. He
hopes someday to identify the major
and perhaps even find an archive some-
where that holds the pass his father
received from Zhukov.

Joe Beyrle lived long enough to see
that his experiences were not forgotten.
In 1994 he attended a ceremony at the
White House, where Russian President
Boris Yeltsin presented him with
medals, an event John said was his
father’s proudest moment. Four years
later, author Thomas H. Taylor pub-
lished The Simple Sounds of Freedom, a
book about Beyrle’s experiences. Beyrle
was preparing to deliver an annual talk
to middle school students when he died
on December 12, 2004, at the age of 81.
He was in Toccoa, Georgia, where he
had trained to be a paratrooper.

Starting on February 23, Russians
will get an opportunity to learn about the American who fought
alongside their soldiers, when an exhibit about Beyrle opens in
St. Petersburg. The display will later travel to Moscow and other
cities in the former Soviet Union. It will contain artifacts and
records from the Beyrle family that tell the story of “a hero of
two nations” and his long and arduous odyssey through a world
at war. %

ToM HUNTINGTON, an author and editor who resides in Camp
Hill, Pennsylvania, is a contributing editor of America in WWIL
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